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Abstract:  Research into the outcomes for students of different study modes has 
generally concluded that there is ‘no significant difference’ between outcomes for 
students studying face-to-face and for those studying by a variety of distance or 
flexible means. As the shift towards CIT-based and independent learning for on-
campus students accelerates, it is important to establish how student outcomes are 
affected. This paper reports on a survey of the experiences and satisfaction of on-
campus students with different learning environments and compares the satisfaction 
of those students who have experienced both on- and off-campus study. These 
comparisons were made based on students’ employment status and their reasons for 
studying off-campus. The findings revealed that students were significantly less 
satisfied with their off-campus than on-campus experience regardless of their work 
status. Further, the results indicate an association between students’ satisfaction 
with off-campus study and their reasons for studying off-campus. Given the evidence 
provided in this paper in support of face-to-face learning environments for 
‘conventional’ on-campus students, both academics and administrators have an 
interest in ensuring that it remains central to the higher education experience of 
current and future students. 
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Introduction 
 
As computer and information technologies (CIT) influence both the learning environments of on-
campus and distance learners, an extensive literature has developed that compares the 
effectiveness of different study modes (see Allen, Bourhis, Burrell, & Mabry, 2002, for a recent 
summary). Much of the literature has found that there are no significant differences in outcomes 
for students studying by different modes. Consequently, it is popularly referred to as ‘the no 
significant difference’ literature (see Russell, 1999). 
The issue of equivalent outcomes is critical for higher education as the move towards distance or 
independent learning accelerates driven by a mix of technological, funding and marketing 
pressures. Learning environments for conventional on-campus students are being reshaped by 
these forces. The behaviour of these students indicates an acceptance of these changes as they 
seek to accommodate both their work and study commitments. However, little is known about 
how this accommodation influences outcomes. 
Academic performance has been the most commonly studied outcome in the literature. However, 
Sweeny and Ingram (2001) and Biner, Dean and Mellinger (1994) argue that it is important also 
to consider preferences, attitudes and satisfaction. Elliott and Shin (2002) and Biner et al., (1996) 
argue that satisfaction is a worthy outcome variable to study because it has a number of student 
and course related benefits including increases in motivation, lower attrition rates and a greater 
number of referrals. Satisfaction can be considered a broad measure of the effectiveness of the 
education process (Merisotis & Phipps, 1999). It is a post-experience evaluation that occurs at the 
conclusion of a psychological process (Guolla, 1999). The antecedents of satisfaction include 
expectations, perceived experience and performance of the service, perceived disconfirmation of 
expectations, and attitudes (Yi, 1990).  
In this paper, the focus is on satisfaction with study modes. The term ‘study mode’ is used in 
preference to mode of attendance. The latter is an administrative term used in Australia for 
classifying students according to whether they are undertaking a course either internally or 
externally. ‘Study mode’ is used to capture the different learning environments that students 
experience: environments that may vary on a number of dimensions including the time and place 
of delivery, the technological media, teacher-student roles; and teacher-student and student-
student interaction (see James & Beattie, 1995; Keegan 1980). 
Satisfaction with study modes has been investigated in relation to a number of variables including 
age, gender, tenure, experience, attitudes towards CIT, and learning style (for examples of these 
types of studies see Dewhurst et al., 2000; Mayer and Coleman, 2000 and Biner et al., 1996). 
However, one important variable that has received little attention in relation to student 
satisfaction is employment or work status. Traditionally, a cons ideration of work status has been 
implicit in the extensive and separate literature that examines the outcomes of the educational 
process for part-time, adult and distance learners. However, with the increasing tendency of 
conventional students to combine work and study, the influence of work on students’ experience 
and satisfaction with study modes becomes an important issue. A study by McInnis and Hartley 
(2002) investigated the influence of paid work on the university experience of undergraduate 
students and highlighted important policy issues for higher education. This current study explores 
student satisfaction with study mode and the relationship between paid work and satisfaction. 
Further, this paper seeks to address some of the gaps in the ‘no significant difference’ literature, 
identified by Merisotis and Phipps (1999), by studying multiple rather than single technologies, 
focusing on the outcomes for academic programmes rather than single units of study, and by 
accounting for individual differences.  
Specifically, the questions addressed in this paper are: 
· How are students’ experiences of study modes related to their satisfaction with study 
modes? 
· How does work status influence students’ experience and satisfaction with study modes? 
· Are students equa lly satisfied with their experience of on- and off-campus study? 
· How is satisfaction with off-campus study related to students’ reasons for studying off-
campus? 
 
Methodology 
 
This study into the experiences and satisfaction of students was part of a larger project 
investigating students’ university, course and study mode preferences. To determine the nature of 
their experience and satisfaction with on-campus study, students were asked to indicate how 
strongly they agreed or disagreed with eight experience statements and six statements about their 
satisfaction. Those who had studied at least one off-campus unit were asked to rate 14 possible 
reasons for studying off-campus and to respond to one question about their satisfaction with off-
campus study. All ques tions were developed with consideration of their consistency with the 
literature, salience to the research purpose and economy. A five-point Likert scale was used for 
rating. In addition, respondents were asked questions about whether or not they worked during 
semester time, their hours of work, the number of units they had completed and questions to elicit 
their demographic and situational details. Pilot testing of the questionnaire ensured that the 
questions asked were comprehensive, meaningful and of practical relevance to students. 
Included in the survey were all students who were currently enrolled, on-campus, in the Bachelor 
of Commerce at one campus of an Australian university. The questionnaires were mailed to 
students with a covering letter. Students were free to respond anonymously if they wished. No 
follow-up of non-respondents was undertaken. 
Four hundred usable questionnaires were returned after allowing for non-deliverables. This 
represented an overall response rate of 26.8 per cent. A comparison on demographic variables 
between the outgoing and returned sample profiles indicated that there was no significant 
difference due to non-response. Forty-two of the respondents were enrolled part-time. These 
students were removed from the rest of the analysis as differences in their demographic and 
situational variables could be expected to influence the variables of interest. This left 358 full-
time enrolled students, of whom, 53 per cent were in paid work during the semester. Table 1 
provides a summary of key demographic and situational characteristics. 
 
 Total 
Respondents 
In paid work 
(n=189) 
Not in paid work 
(n=169) 
 Mean Mean Mean 
Age (years) 22 21.2 22.8 
Paid work per week of semester (hours) 15.7 15.7 n/a 
Class time per week (hours) 10.8 10.7 11.1 
Time spent on campus per week (hours) 14.6 14.5 14.7 
 N Percentage Percentage 
Male 150  62% 38% 
Female 208 47% 53% 
Domestic student 164 89% 11% 
International student 194 23% 77% 
Table 1: Demographic and situational characteristics of respondents based on their work status 
(n=358) 
One notable feature of the sample was that 54 per cent were international students. This had the 
effect of increasing overall sample age and affecting the gender balance as a larger proportion of 
international students were female. Further, it meant that international students were over-
represented in the category ‘not in paid work’. Where appropriate, this feature of the sample is 
taken into consideration in the following analysis and discussion. 
The survey was conducted in Semester 2, 2001. At this time, students had the following choices 
of study mode for their course: 
1. Face-to-face class attendance. The typical format for each credit point (unit) was two hours of 
lectures and a one-hour tutorial per week. Attendance was usually non-compulsory (some 
second- and third-year units had fortnightly tutorials).  
2. Face-to-face class attendance in addition to, or partly substituted by, distance education (DE) 
materials purchased by students. 
3. Face-to-face class attendance in addition to, or partly substituted by, DE materials 
downloaded from the Web. 
4. Official off-campus enrolment. This generally involved receipt by mail of printed DE 
materials and the use of computer conferencing for communicating with tutors and peers. 
After first year, domestic students had no limit on the number of off-campus units in which 
they could enroll. International students were limited to enrolment in two, off-campus units in 
summer semester (students could complete the entire Bachelor of Commerce, off-campus. 
However, both modes of study were not necessarily available in each semester. Summer 
semester units were often restricted to off-campus.). 
 
Findings 
 
The findings are reported in sections to reflect the four questions listed at the end of the 
introduction. 
 
Experience and satisfaction with on-campus study 
Table 2 provides frequencies for the eight experience and six satisfaction items. These are 
presented in order of highest to lowest number of responses agreeing or strongly agreeing with 
the statements for both sets of items (the exception is ‘overall satisfaction with on-campus study’ 
(S6) that is listed last). As indicated, the most common experience for students was weekly 
classes complemented by materials downloaded from the Web (83 per cent agreeme nt for both). 
The 13 experience and satisfaction items were correlated with ‘overall satisfaction’ using the 
Pearson correlation coefficient (see Table 2). The highest positive correlations between overall 
satisfaction and experience were with those items that are characteristic of the conventional on-
campus experience, namely: weekly scheduled classes (E1), face-to-face communication with 
teachers (E3) and convenient class times (E4). Similarly, the three satisfaction items that 
correlated most highly with overall satisfaction were those relating to contact with teachers (S5), 
contact with students (S3), and amount of class-time (S4).  
 
 Total respondents  In paid work Not in paid work  
 
 
 
Percentage agreeing 
or strongly agreeing  
Correlation with 
‘Overall satisfaction’ 
(Item S6#) 
 
Mean 
 
Mean 
 
T-value 
E1.Subjects have classes scheduled weekly 83 .31** 4.3 4.4 -.91 
E2.Some materials have to be downloaded 
from Web 
83 .06 4.5 4.1 3.14** 
E3.Most communication with teachers is 
face-to-face 
58 .27** 3.6 3.6 -1.33 
E4.Most classes are time-tabled at 
convenient times 
56 .26** 3.6 3.6 -.04 
E5.Assignments can be submitted 
electronically  
48 .14* 3.0 3.4 -2.95** 
E6.Classes can be substituted with other 
study materials 
47 .13* 3.4 3.4 -.05 
E7.Some subjects require on- line group 
work 
45 .00 3.3 2.8 2.71* 
E8.Printed materials used for some subjects 39 .07 3.0 3.0 -.29 
S1.Like being able to get subject materials 
on- line 
73 .15** 4.2 3.9 2.13* 
S2.Like using printed, distance education 
materials 
47 .12* 3.4 3.2 1.00 
S3.Happy with the amount of contact with 
students 
46 .44* 3.3 3.4 -1.05 
S4.Satisfied with the amount of class-time 
per week 
46 .42** 3.1 3.4 -2.03* 
S5.Happy with the amount of contact with 
teachers 
38 .48** 3.1 3.2 -.75 
S6.Overall, I am satisfied with studying on-
campus# 
70 N/a 3.8 4.0 -1.18 
* P < 0.05 level (2-tailed), ** P < .01 (2-tailed) 
Table 2: Frequencies, correlations and mean perceptions of experience and satisfaction with on-campus study by work status
Experience and satisfaction with on-campus study by work status 
Table 2 also provides mean scores on responses to the experience and satisfaction items by work 
status. Students who were in paid work during the semester were significantly more likely than 
those who were not to report that some materials had to be downloaded from the Web (E2), and 
that subjects required some on-line group work (E7). Conversely, students who were not 
employed reported greater experience of submitting assignments electronically (E5).  
In terms of satisfaction, two significant differences existed between students based on their 
employment status. Those students who were employed during semester were significantly more 
likely to say that they liked being able to get materials on line (S1) and were less likely to say 
they were satisfied with their amount of class time (S4). No significant difference existed 
between the two groups on overall satisfaction with their on-campus experience.  
An investigation was made of whether the influence of employment status on experience and 
satisfaction items was affected by whether students were domestic or international. Two-way 
repeated measures Anovas were used. (These results are not recorded in this paper.) Interaction 
effects were only found for one experience item E8 in Table 2 (F= 4.17(1) p < .05), and one 
satisfaction item, S5, (F= 5.29(1) p< .05). International students tended to report using printed 
study materials regardless of their work status whereas Australian students tended to only use 
printed materials if they were in paid work. Secondly, international students who were not in paid 
work were less happy with their contact with teachers than those who were. The reverse was true 
for domestic students. 
Experience and satisfaction with off-campus study 
So far, the analysis of the data suggests that traditional elements of on-campus study contribute 
more to the overall satisfaction of on-campus students than elements that are more characteristic 
of off-campus modes. However, it was possible in this study to make a direct comp arison of 
students’ satisfaction with on- and off-campus study. Of the 358 respondents enrolled on-campus, 
78 (22 per cent) of the students had enrolled in at least one off-campus unit in their programme.  
Those who had enrolled in off-campus units were asked a single question about their overall 
satisfaction with off-campus study. The satisfaction of this group of students was compared for 
both their on- and off-campus study experience using a paired samples (repeated measures) T-
Test. (See Table 3). This analysis revealed a significant difference between the satisfaction of 
students when studying on-campus (mean of 3.9) compared to when they studied units off-
campus (mean of 3.2). Further, this difference between satisfaction with study modes held for 
students regardless of their employment status, although the gap in satisfaction between modes 
was smaller for students in paid work (of the 78 students who had studied off-campus units, 50 
per cent were in paid work). 
 
 Total 
 
In paid work  Not in paid work 
 Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 
Overall satisfaction with on-
campus study 
3.9 0.9 3.9 .85 4.0 .88 
Overall satisfaction with off-
campus study 
3.2 1.1 3.3 1.2 3.1 1.05 
T-value 4.7   2.6  4.1 
df 76   38  38 
Sig. (2-tailed)  .000   .010  .000 
Table 3: Comparison of the satisfaction of students with their on-campus and off-campus study 
using paired samples T-Test (n=78) 
 
Satisfaction and reasons for studying off-campus 
If on-campus students are less satisfied with off-campus, why do they enroll in some off-campus 
units? Further, are their reasons for enrolling in off-campus units related to their satisfaction with 
off-campus study? Students who had enrolled in some off-campus courses were asked to rate on a 
five-point scale the importance of 14 reasons for enrolling off-campus. The variables were a mix 
of institutional, situational and attitudinal reasons derived from the literature. 
In Table 4, the items are listed in order of highest to lowest percentage agreement with each 
statement. As indicated the most frequently mentioned variable in terms of importance was an 
institutional reason – ‘that the subjects were only offered off-campus’ (Item 1). Other important 
reasons appear to be related to students’ commitments to paid work and their perceptions of 
timetabling given these commitments (Item 2) and the constraints of their work commitments 
(Item 3). However, students also appear to study off-campus for reasons related to the 
attractiveness of off- campus study (see Items 4 to 7).  
Correlations between reasons for studying off-campus and overall satisfaction with off-campus 
study are also recorded in Table 4 (these were performed using the Pearson correlation 
coefficient). It is notable that the two most frequently cited reasons for studying off-campus are 
significantly correlated with satisfaction with off-campus: one negatively and one positively. In 
total, eight items had significant positive association with satisfaction with off- campus study. The 
items that were most positively associated with satisfaction were those to do with the attractions 
of off-campus study rather than the constraints imposed by institutional decision-making and 
situational factors. 
The differences in means based on employment status were investigated using independent t-
tests. These results are also recorded in Table 4. For students in paid employment, the most 
important reason for studying an off-campus subject was inconvenient timetabling of classes 
(Item 2), which presumably clashed with their work commitments. Conversely, for students who 
did not work, the most important reason for enrolling off-campus was because the subjects were 
only offered this way (Item 1). The difference between the two groups on Item 1  
 
 Total 
Respondents 
 In paid 
work 
Not in 
paid work 
 
 
Important reasons for 
studying off-campus: 
Percentage 
agreeing 
or strongly 
agreeing 
Correlation with 
‘Satisfaction of 
off-campus 
mode’ 
 
 
Mean 
 
 
Mean 
 
 
T-value 
1. Subjects only offered off-
campus 
44 -.26* 2.9 3.6 -2.2* 
2. Inconvenient time-tabling 
of classes 
38 .33** 3.3 2.8 1.5 
3. Work commitments make 
campus attendance 
difficult 
35 .29* 3.0 2.4 1.6 
4. Interest in trying off-
campus study 
32 .15 2.6 2.7 -0.3 
5. Quality of off-campus 
study materials 
29 .50** 2.5 2.3 -1.4 
6. Can study well without 
class contact 
26 .46** 2.8 2.5 1.0 
7. Use of computers makes it 
attractive 
25 .30* 2.6 2.7 -0.4 
8. Nature of subjects suited 
to off-campus 
21 .31* 2.5 2.9 -1.4 
9. Place of residence makes 
campus attendance 
difficult 
20 .04 1.9 2.5 -2.2* 
10. Enjoyment of off-campus 20 .19 2.4 2.6 -0.9 
11. Ill-health or incapacity 
make campus attendance 
difficult 
18 .06 1.9 2.3 -1.5 
12. Good reputation of off-
campus subjects 
14 .37** 2.1 2.8 -2.4* 
13. Family commitments 
make campus attendance 
difficult 
14 -.10 1.9 2.3 -1.2 
14. Preference for academics 
taking off-campus unit 
10 .31** 1.9 2.5 -2.9** 
Reliability alpha of scale .84      
** 0.01 (2 -tailed) * 0.05 level (2-tailed) 
Table 4: Frequencies and means of reasons for off-campus enrolment correlated with satisfaction 
 
was significant. This finding is partly explained by the overrepresentation in this latter group of 
international students. International students were more likely than domestic students to enroll in 
summer semesters; and, in summer semesters, units were more likely to be only available in off-
campus mode. Students who did not work were significantly more likely to say they studied by 
off-campus because of their place of residence (Item 9), the good reputation of off-campus (Item 
12) and their preference for off-campus academics (Item 14). The last two items had significant 
correlations with overall satisfaction.  
Discussion and conclusion 
Unlike most previous research into student satisfaction with study modes, this study was able to 
examine students’ cumulative experience with on- and off-campus study – not just their 
experience in single units or with individual technologies. Further, by identifying a group who 
had studied in both modes, the problem of individual differences in the comparison samples was 
avoided. 
The general finding from this study is that on-campus students are significantly more satisfied 
with the experience of studying on-campus than off-campus and that their satisfaction is 
associated with traditional elements of on-campus study such as regular and conveniently 
timetabled classes, face-to-face communicatio n with teachers, and contact with other students. 
However, students are also shaping their own learning environments by participating in paid 
work while they study and, therefore, choosing to supplement class attendance with other study 
materials. This study found that the satisfaction of those in paid work was positively associated 
with being able to substitute some class time with DE materials. In addition, to supplementing 
their on-campus experience, students in some universities are able to enroll in off-campus units. 
Some do so to fit in with their work commitments and because they are attracted to this mode of 
study. In this situation, students are satisfied with off-campus study. However, the results of this 
study also suggest that when traditional on-campus students feel forced to enroll in off-campus 
units because of a university’s resourcing decisions, their satisfaction is negatively affected. 
Funding, technological pressures, and changing student demographics and transition patterns 
mean that off-campus, ‘flexible’ or ‘independent’ study modes are likely to increasingly 
characterize higher education delivery in the future. There is clearly a need for more general and 
comprehensive studies of student outcomes than was possible with this study to ens ure that we 
can better identify and understand the outcomes that result from different study modes. Only one 
outcome variable was considered in this study and only for a single aspect of the student’s 
university experience. However, understanding the influences on satisfaction is important given 
its positive impact on motivation, retention and recruitment (Elliot & Shin, 2002). Further, the 
means by which programmes are delivered to students is critical to the way students experience 
their education. Given the evidence in support of face-to-face learning environments, both 
academics and administrators have an interest in ensuring that it remains central to the higher 
education experience of students. The next stages of this research will investigate these same 
issues in relation to post-graduate students and consider how other variables such as learning 
style affect the relationship between experience and satisfaction with study modes. 
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